The UK government has announced plans to fly hundreds of British citizens back from Wuhan, the epicentre of the 2019-nCOV outbreak, and to quarantine them for two weeks. The move comes after British Airways suspended all flights to and from mainland China until at least 31 January. Other countries, including Australia, Japan, and the United States have also started to repatriate citizens.
Scientists at the University of Hong Kong have estimated that the likely extent of infections in the city of Wuhan is close to 44 000, based on the number of confirmed cases as of 25 January and what is known about the virus's transmissibility. "The curves have a very steep exponential shape, indicating that this epidemic is growing at quite a fast rate, and it's accelerating," said Gabriel Leung, dean of the Li Ka Shing Faculty of Medicine at the University of Hong Kong and one of the researchers, speaking at a press conference on 27 January. 1
The University of Hong Kong team used a basic reproductive number-the average number of secondary infections-of 2.13. "This would give us a doubling time of just shy of one week. Every six days, the epidemic case count can be expected to double in the absence of any public health interventions," said Leung.
The Chinese government suspended all transport links with the city of 11 million people and blocked the roads out of the city on 23 January, effectively putting a cordon sanitaire in place around Wuhan. In the following days it extended the quarantined zone to 15 neighbouring cities, covering a population of approximately 50 million, the Washington Post reported. 2 By then, however, an estimated five million people had already left the city, mayor Zhou Xianwang said on 26 January, fanning out across the country ahead of Chinese New Year.
The modelling used by the University of Hong Kong team showed that the lockdown would probably do little to change the course of the epidemic in China. The forecast of expected infections, with or without the quarantine measures, was almost identical, which "suggests that this population quarantine may not be able to substantially change the course of this epidemic in the other major city clusters," said Leung. "If we want to change the course of those epidemic curves, then we are looking at substantial, draconian measures limiting population mobility that should be taken sooner rather than later." 
